Doctors and the state: lessons from the Biko case.
The death of the well-known black leader, Steve Biko, in detention in South Africa in 1977 has continued to generate debate in the international medical literature. The three doctors who examined him during his terminal illness made a diagnosis of malingering in spite of overwhelming evidence suggesting that he had suffered extensive traumatic brain injury while in detention. The inquest into his death provided a rare insight into the manner in which state doctors function in relation to the police of a repressive regime. This article documents the relevant testimony from the inquest and explores the reasons for the doctor's mismanagement of Biko. It is suggested that failures in the doctors' judgement were a result of complex influences including the effects of their own social conditioning, the risk of habituation by state doctors to degrading prison conditions, the inroads that Apartheid has made into medical practice, the possibility of reprisal if state doctors oppose the wishes of the police, and, more speculatively, the possibility that the doctors' obedience and passivity were exploited by the Security Police who wished to absolve themselves from responsibility of Biko's injuries. Most importantly, it is argued that the repeated failure of the major medical organizations in South Africa to provide clear guidance and leadership to state-employed doctors increases the risk that individual doctors will continue to succumb to hierarchical pressures to condone acts of state-sanctioned violence against detainees.